
CHAPTER 8 

Abraham Abulafia, Gershom Scholem, 

and Walter Benjamin on Language 

THE CLOSE RELATIONSHIP between Walter Be~jamin and Gershom Scho
lem was a major factor in the intellectual development of each of them. 

Although no scholar has ever disputed this fact, the explanations offered 
about the significance of the relationship in various areas of their thought 
differ dramatically. With regard to the two men's concern with mystical lan
guage, there are three lines in recent scholarship. One of these addresses 

Walter Benjamin's view of language without taking into account Scholem's 
writings, a minor position that is represented by Rodolphe Gasche. 1 A sec
ond, the dominant line, at least in statistical terms, assumes that Benjamin's 

views on mystical language influenced Scholem's; this is the explanation 
adopted by Bettine Menke, Winfried Menninghaus, Stephane M6ses, and 
Susan Handelman.2 The third line is represented by Richard Wolin and Rob
ert Alter, who assume that Scholem's views influenced Benjamin's.3 In the 
discussions of Wolin and M6ses of the affinities between the two modern 
thinkers, the name of thirteenth-century ecstatic kabbalist Abraham Abulafia 
appears in the descriptions of Scholem's view, although their presentations 
of the views of Abulafia differ. Here I examine the role of the ecstatic kabbal
ist in the development of Scholem's thought, and the latter's plausible influ
ence on Benjamin. 

Is there anything to be gained from determining which of the twO friends 
influenced the other's views on language? What does it matter whether Scho
lem influenced Benjamin, or vice versa? The majority view assumes that 
Scholem was influenced by Benjamin and that the latter was deeply inRu-
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enced by nineteenth-century theories of language elaborated by Alexander 

von Humboldt and J. G. Hamman, even though these two thinkers were 
also known to Scholem. Most scholars also sometimes invoke the influence 

of kabbalistic views on these nineteenth-century thinkers, through the media

tion of philosophers such as Jacob Boehme.4 

Scholem's exposition of his own views on language in mysticism is re

plete with quotations from kabbalistic sources. Did he interpret these sources 
by means of heuristic categories adopted from Benjamin, or did Scholem's 
views shape Benjamin's? The only way to address this question is to examine 

the kabbalistic sources used by Scholem and to compare his interpretations 
of them with Benjamin's. Here I shall concentrate on the views found in the 

few printed writings of Abraham Abulafia. 
In exploring the mystical dimension of language in Abulafia, Scholem, 

and Benjamin together, we should pay attention to two different but inter
twined aspects, the historical and the conceptual. The historical aspect seems 

straightforward enough: the mystical speculations of a thirteenth-century 

kabbalist, with whose writings Scholem was well acquainted, can be com
pared with Scholem's friend's speculations on language. Addressing the con

ceptual aspect, however, requires a systematic comparison of philosophies of 

language. 
Nevertheless, this undertaking poses several difficulties. For one thing, a 

comparison of highly intricate modes of thought involves a great deal of 

subjectivity; the scholar inevitably compares only his own versions of these 
systems. Indeed, the last few years have produced substantially different read

ings of Gershom Scholem's thought alone.s 

Let us examine what historical evidence we have. First, Scholem and 
Benjamin were deeply concerned with the philosophy of language at approxi
mately the same time. Second, Scholem was attracted by the ecstatic Kabba
lah of Abulafia at the beginning of his study of Kabbalah. Third, and most 
compelling, Scholem described the content of a conversation between himself 

and Benjamin, in late November 1920, in which he told Benjamin that he 
had changed the topic of his thesis, which had initially dealt with the kabbali
stic view of language, because of the difficulties he had encountered in his 
readings of kabbalistic texts, especially those of Abraham Abulafia.6 In an
other work, but in the same context, Scholem indicated that because of Ben
jamin's deep interest in the philosophy of language, he greatly appreciated 
whatever Scholem communicated to him on the topic.? He also mentioned 
that Benjamin's 1916 essay "On Language" emerged from a long letter writ
ten to Scholem in reply to an earlier letter from his friend concerning lan-
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guage and mathematics.s These accounts seem to offer some encouragement 
to explore the affinities berween Abulafia's and Benjamin's views of language 

via Scholem's mediation. 

An important tool in such an investigation is Scholem's 1970 essay "The 

Name of God and the Linguistic Theory of the Kabbala," his most concen

trated effort to elaborate kabbalistic views oflanguage.9 Though written more 
than fifty years after Benjamin's study, Scholem's essay constitutes a retro

spective view of the topic that preoccupied him in his youth. I 0 Given that 

the role of Abraham Abulafia's Kabbalah is far more conspicuous here than 

in any other of Scholem's studies written after 1940, we should accept his 
claim that he was harking back to earlier ideas. II These historical. facts in turn 

support a conceptual comparison that relies on our knowledge of the relations 
berween these rwo friends and their discussions of mystical language. The 

fact that Scholem's study of the kabbalistic view oflanguage has some striking 
affinities with Benjamin's own view of language but does not mention Benja

min's 1916 essay or influence offers yet another indication that Scholem's 
views influenced Benjamin's, rather than vice versa. Finally, in a 1926 letter 

to Franz Rosenzweig Scholem explained his view on the nature of language, 

which has many similarities to the views exposed in 1970, but again without 
mentioning Benjamin. 12 

However, an examination of other data complicates the situation. The 
most important piece of information is that although Scholem's first known 
articulated intention to write about the kabbalistic philosophy of language 

dates to the summer of 1919, three years after Benjamin wrote his first essay 
on language.13 on the other hand, oral discussions with Benjamin may have 
occurred before then. And indeed, we know that Scholem started to study 
Kabbalah in 1915, a year before Benjamin wrote his essay on language. But 

even someone as brilliant as Scholem would surely have been unable to ab
sorb in a single year all the principles of Kabbalah, let alo'ne the rather obscure 
writings of Abulafia, most of whose works are still extant solely in manu
scripts; only three small treatises were in print at the time. 14 Scholem did not 
begin studying the kabbalistic manuscripts in Munich's Bayersiche Bibliotek 
until late in 1919 or early in 1920.15 Only then is it likely that he became well 
acquainted with the numerous works of Abulafian Kabbalah. Even in 1920 

Scholem acknowledged that the works he had examined were extremely dif
ficult, and he decided to leave the subject for a later period. Thus it is impos
sible to assume that Scholem transmitted a comprehensive picture of 
Abulafia's kabbalistic thought to Benjamin before 1920. 
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In Scholem's 1970 essay, "The Name of God and the Linguistic Theoty 
of the Kabbala," Abraham Abulafia is the central figure, and much of the 

material he quotes comes from the Munich manuscripts of the kabbalist. 

However, Scholem relies even more on Abulafia's short texts printed in the 

nineteenth century. Op'erating from the assumption that this heavy reliance 

on the printed texts is a credible indicator of Scholem's early explorations of 

Abulafia, I shall restrict the following comparative analysis mostly to material 

from those works. To offer one comparative example: in 1939, when Scholem 
delivered the lectures that become his famous book Major Trends in Jewish 

Mysticism, he used many more manuscripts of Abulafia, from libraries all over 

the world, than he did in his 1970 essay. Thus it seems that his statement 

that he is reproducing in 1970 some views he held on the subject in his earlier 
years is at least partly corroborated by examining the specific sources he used. 

We may, however, infer, from the nature of the essay that Scholem not 
only returned to the ideas he expressed in his youth, but resorted to some 

draft he had, which privileged the views of Abulafia as printed by Adolf 

Jellinek. 
To return to' an observation made above, why does Scholem relies so 

much on the very few tens of Abulafia's printed pages, in lieu of so many 
hundreds of manuscript folios available? My answer is that the sources of the 

essay reflect three stages in Scholem's learning of the subject. The first, which 
would coincide with Scholem's first studies of Kabbalah already in 1915, is 
represented by the few printed texts of Abulafia, which form the core, or the 
skeleton, of the essay. The second layer of sources consists in texts of Abulafia 
found in Milnchen manuscripts, which are much more numerous than all 
the other manuscripts and reflect Scholem's studies in Milnchen in the early 

192 0S. 

This is why Abulafia's many other manuscripts are so poorly represented 
in this essay. All the other kabbalistic sources adduced in the essay, a minority 
in comparison to the role played by the ecstatic Kabbalah, reflect Sch6lem's 
even later readings. Given the fact that the printed texts of Abulafia were 
published in the nineteenth century in Germany, we can assume that they 
were part of Scholem's readings in his first steps as a student of Kabbalah, 
and that they left a very strong impression on his vision of language, even 
before he examined the Munich manuscripts in the early 1920S. Thus, I see 
no serious problem in using the content of the printed texts of Abulafia in 
Scholem's essay, and the way he understood them, to explore the possible 
sources of Benjamin's 1916 essay on language. 
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A cautious use of Scholem's late essay, based on the above observations 

regarding availability of kabbalistic books and concepts at a certain point in 

time, can be very helpful to a careful study of Benjamin's view of language. 

However, from my methodological point of view, I see no reason not to 

resort to these three printed books of Abulafia even in passages that were not 

quoted in Scholem's article. 16 

Abulafia's printed texts present the process of combining letters as the 

source of the emergence of languages. As Abulafia explains in his epistle on 

the seven methods of interpretation, Kabbalah can be defined as the knowl

edge of the components of language: the consonants, the vowels, and the 

principle of combination, or tzerufl7 He conceives of Hebrew as the perfect 

language; prophecy was the message "heard by the prophets, through the 

medium of the perfect language, the holy language, which embraces all the 

seventy languages into it."18 Hebrew is simultaneously a language that exists 

in history and the mother of all existing and all possible languages, because 

it is constituted by the twenty-two perfect phonemes, which can be combined 

in different ways to create all the other languages. 19 Language as such contains 

the formal principle, tzeruf, which transcends the various specific embodi

ments of all linguistic material. The principle of language is not its meanings, 

intentions, or grammatical rules but the linguistic medium and the various 

transformations it has undergone. There can be no doubt that the concept of 

transformation is central to Abulafia's view of language. Both Abulafia and 

Benjamin are interested in the acoustic level of language, the sounds, as its 

formal principle.20 

Abulafia's view of the perfect language and all the languages invites com

parison to Benjamin's concept of translation: "Translation is removal from 

one language to another through a continuum of transformations. Transla

tion passes through continua of transformation, not abstract areas of identity 

and similarity."21 Benjamin relates this principle to the concept that "every 

evolved language ... can be considered as a translation of the others."22 The 

phrase "continuum of transformations" used by Benjamin is reminiscent of 
Abulafia's I;illufin ve-I;illufei-I;illufim ... 'ad 'asarah -I;illufim ("Changes [or 

transformations], and changes of changes ... up to ten changes").23 The 

principle of transformation, which is echoed in many modern structuralist 

concepts, is salient not only in Abulafia's printed works but also in Scholem's 

presentation of this kabbalist and in Benjamin. 

Benjamin conceives of translation as guaranteed by God, because God's 
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creative word is found in all languages. 24 This view seems to parallel one 

found in Abulafia, although it has earlier sources, to the effect that "each and 

every word that was pronounced by God, was divided into seventy lan

guages."15 Therefore, the divine word can be restored to its primordial perfec

tion by returning the seventy languages to one original entity. 

Another crucial view of Benjamin's is the assumption that the divine 

word is present in nature, as a residue of the creative process that occurred 

through the medium of language.16 This view is also expressed by Abulafia, 

in a fragment from one of his yet unprinted books, but published by Jellinek, 
where the Hebrew term 'ot, which means both "letter" and "sign," is con

ceived to be a sign of creation.17 Scholem described Abulafia's view as follows: 

"God;s language penetrates things, and leaves them behind as his signatures 

in them."28 Or, according to another formulation, "All created things are 

endowed with reality in as much as they participate in this 'great n·ame' to 

any degree whatsoever. "29 

A recurrent view in Benjamin's essay is his vision of language as repre

sented in a quintessential manner by a name or names. "Language ... only 

expresses itself purely where it speaks in name, that is, in its universal nam
ing," or "because he speaks in name, man is the speaker of language."3o 

Benjamin combines this emphasis upon the name-language with an assump

tion that the divine word is reflected in human language at the level of the 

name.31 This emphasis on the role of the name is remi~iscent of a famous 

kabbalistic theme that on its esoteric level the Torah is a continuum of divine 

names. 
Although the most important figure to formulate this view was the thir

teenth-century Nahmanides, Abulafia quoted it in one of his printed textsY 

For Nahmanides this was a secret whose details had been lost, only the princi

ple of the division of the sequence of letters in the biblical text being still 
known. For Abulafia, however, it was part of the mystical exercises that he 

was eager to explain: "It is incumbent to dissolve all the languages into the 

holy language in such a way that every speech that the speaker will pronounce 
by his mouth and lips, will be conceived as if it is composed out of holy 

letters, which are the twenty-two letters."33 
Abulafia's Kabbalah is designated as the Kabbalah of the divine names 

because these names, being part of a mystical technique, pave the way to an 

experience of God. This cardinal view is echoed in Benjamin's statement that 
"man communicates himself through name."34 

Benjamin anchors his view of language in the assumption that intelligible 
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language is rooted in the divine "primordial" language that imbues nature. 
Nature emanated "a nameless, unspoken language," which mankind, embod

ied in Adam, understood and transformed into the language of names.35 

Thus for Benjamin language represents a move from multiplicity and variety, 

rooted in the intellectual and the nameless, toward a more unified existence 

in the transcendent linguistic realm that ultimately produces the divine 

word.3G Human language is an intermediary between the mental beings of 

nature and the divine word. 
Scholem's 1970 essay reveals correspondences between his formulations 

and Benjamin's, although he adduces no kabbalistic proof-texts. So, for ex

ample, Scholem ends his essay with the assertion that "the word of God is 

infinitely liable to interpretation, and it is reflected in our language. Its radia
tion or sounds, which we catch, are not so much communication as appeals 

... the fact that language can be spoken is, in the opinion of the kabbalists, 
own to the name, which is present in language."3? Like him, Benjamin speaks 

about the" divine infinity of the pure word," which means the divine word. 38 

Earlier in his essay, Scholem speaks about the "o~iginal paradisiacal language 

of men," which "was immediate and undisguisedly connected with the being 
of those things which it wanted to express."39 This view resonates strongly 

with the one found in Benjamin, who writes, for example, that "the language 

of things can pass into the language of knowledge and name only through 
translation-as many translations, so many languages-once man has fallen 
from the paradisiac state that knew only one language. . . . The paradisiac 
language of man must have been one of perfect knowledge."40 Last but not 
least: these two friends shared a belief in the existence of a level of language 
in addition to the communicative function. 41 

These themes in Scholem's view of language, which are not sustained by 
kabbalistic texts but are paralleled by views in Benjamin, may be the result 
of their reading of common sources, such as Franz Molitor or Hamman, or 

of conversations between them. In the end, given the nature of the relations 
of the two modern thinkers. there is no reason to look for very precise corre
spondences. I assume that Scholem's understanding of Abulafia at this initial 
stage of his studies was very impressionistic, and that Benjamin's understand
ing of what Scholem probably told him was also vague. However, the touch
stone for evaluating the possible contribution of the above discussions for 
understanding Benjamin's thought is, in my opinion, whether there are closer 
parallels or sources to Benjamin's view: of language in other texts. Until 

better explanations are provided, I propose to envision views found in Abra-
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ham Abulafia's printed texts, via Scholem, as one source for Benjamin's 

thought regarding language. In any case, we should remember Scholem's 
own quite explicit opinion, that the conversations between them informed 

Benjamin very much about Zionism, about Jewish issues in general, and 
more specifically about themes related to Jewish thought. 42 
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ntltschrift for Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 37 (1893): 179-85, 213-30. 

33. A similar but less positive description is found in Graetz: "The Kabbalah is a 

daughter of embarrassment: its system was the way of escape from the dilemma between 

the simple anthropomorphic ii1terpretation of the Bible and the shallowness of Maill10nist 

philosophy"; Heinrich Graetz, History of the Jews, 6 vols. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 

Society, 1956), vol. 3, p. 549. 

34· Rosenzweig, Kleinere Schriften, p. 532. 

CHAPTER 8. ABRAHAM ABULAFIA, GERSHOM SCHOLEM, AND WALTER 

BENJAMIN ON LANGUAGE 

1. Rodolphe Gasche, "Saturnine Vision and the Question of Difference: Reflections 

on Walter Benjan1in's Theory of Language," in Benjamin's Ground, ed. Rainer Naegele 

(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989), pp. 83-104. 

2. Bettine Menke, Sprachfiguren (Munich: Fink, 1991) p. 29; Winfried Menning

haus, Walter Benjamin's Theorie der Sprachmagie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1980), p. 189; 

Moses, L 'ange de l'histoire, pp. 252-53; Handelman, Fragments of Redemption, p. 77. 

3· Wolin, Walter Benjamin, pp. 39-41; Alter, Necessary Angels, p. 46. 

4· See Handelman, Fragments of Redemption, p. 71. 

5. See the different analyses of Stephane M6ses, David Biale, and Joseph Dan. 

6. Scholem, From Berlin to Jerusalem, p. II5. See the larger, Hebrew version of the 
autobiography, Mi-Berlin li-YrushaLayyim (Tel Aviv: 'Am 'Oved, 1982), p. 16r. 

7. Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft (Frankfurt: 

Suhrkamp, 1975), p. 95. 
8. Ibid., p. 38. 

9· Printed in two parts in Diogenes 79 (1972): 59-80 and 80 (1972): 164-94-

10. Scholem, From Berlin to Jerusalem, p. 1I5. 

II. See Ide!, "The Contribution of Abraham Abulafia's Kabbalah." 

asolomon
Rectangle



290 NOTES TO PAGES 170-173 

12. See M6ses, L 'ange de l'histoil'e, pp. 253-55. 

13. Scholem, From Berlin to Jerusalem, p. II5. 

14- They consist of two short but important epistles printed by Adolph Jellinek, 

Philosophie und Kabbala (Leipzig, 1854) pp. 1-24; Auswahl Kabbalistischen Mystik (Leipzig: 

Erstes Heft, 1853), pp. 13-28; and a prophetic writing, also edited by Jellinek, Sefer ha- 'Ot, 

printed in Jubelschrift zum 70. Geburtstag des Prof H Graetz, (Breslau: Olms, 1887), pp. 

65-85. The epistle named Sheva' Netivot ha-Tol'ah, printed in Philosophie und Kabbala, is 

the most important text for our discussion here. Most of the material concerning the 

nature of language and text has been analyzed in Ide!, Language, Torah, and Hermeutics; 

and see more recently my "A la recherche de la langue originelle: Le temoignage du 

nourisson," Revue de l'histoire des religiom 213, 4 (1996): 423-32. 

15. Scholem, From Berlin to Jerusalem, pp. u6ff. 

16. Other forms of Kabbalah, extant in print before the beginning of the twentieth 

century, could in principle have informed Benjamin's view by the mediation of Scholem's 

readings and conversations; this question is beyond the framework of my discussion here. 

17. Abulafia, Sefer ljayyei ha-'Olam ha-Ba', Ms. Oxford-Bodleiana 1582, fo!' 45b. On 

this topic see Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, p. 137. 

18. Abulafia, Sheva'Netivot ha-Torah, p. 8, quoted in.Scholem, "The Name of God," 

p.188. 

19. Abulafia, Sheva' Netivot ha-Torah, p. 6, Scholem, "The Na~e of God," p. 190. 

20. See Walter Benjamin, "On Language as Such and on Language of Man," in 

Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, ed. Peter Demetz, trans. Edmund 

Jephcon (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1978), p. 321. On Abulafia's discussion of phonemes, 

see Ide!, Language, Torah, and Hermeneutics, pp. 3-7. 

21. Benjamin, "On Language," p. 325. 

22. Ibid. 

23. Abulafia, Sheva' Netivot ha-Torah, p. 4, Scholem, "The Name of God," p. 179 

n·74· 
24. Benjamin, "On Language," p. 325; see also p. 324. 

25· Abulafia, Sheva' Netivot ha-Torah, p. 7. 

26. Benjamin, "On Language," p. 331. 

27. See Scholem, "The Name of God," pp. 185-86 n. 67. On this vision oflanguage, 

its sources, and a critique, see Brian Vickers, "Analogy versus Identity: The Rejection of 

Occult Symbolism, 1580-1680," in Occult and Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance, ed. 

Vickers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 95-165. 

28. Scholcm, "The Name of God," p. 185. 

29. Ibid., p. 189. 

30. Benjamin, "On Language," p. 319; see also p. 318. 

31. Ibid., p. 323. 

32. Abulafia, Sheva' Netivot ha-Torah, p. 20. See Nahmanides' introduction to his 

Commentary on the Torah, quoted in Scholem, "The Name of God," pp. 77-78. 

33. Abulafia, Sheva' Netivot ha-Torah, p 20. 

NOTES TO PAGES 173-178 291 

34. Benjamin, "On Language," p. 331. 

35. Ibid. 

36. Ibid., p. 332. 
37. Scholem, "The Name of God," p. 194· 

38. Benjamin, "On Language," pp. 323-24. 

39. Scholem, "The Name of God," p. 183. . 

40. Benjamin, "On Language," p. 326. 
41. Scholem, "The Name of God," pp. 60-61; Benjamin, "On Language," passim. 

CHAPTER 9. JACQUES DERRIDA AND KABBALISTIC SOURCES 

1. On DeHida and Kabbalah see also Elliot R. Wolfson, "Assaulting the Border: 

Kabbalistic Traces in the Margins of Derrida," Journalof the American Academy of Religion' 

70, 3 (2002): 475-514. 
2. See Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism; Ide!, "The Concept of the 

Torah," pp. 49-52; and Wolfson, Through a Speculum, pp. 247-51, 376. More recently 

Elliot Wolfson has described this identity as incarnation or poetic incarnation. Since the 

texts speak explicitly about guf, namely, "body" but not "flesh," I prefer to avoid too 

strong a theological term, and to speak instead of embodiment. Less poetic a terminology, 

to be sure, but also one that is much less ambiguous. For more on this issue and the 

pertinent references see Ide!, Ben, pp. 57-63, and the accompanying notes. . 
3. R. Jacob ben Sheshet, Sefel' Meshiv Devarim Nekho&im, ed. Georges Vajda (Jerusa

lem: Israeli Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1969), pp. 154-55 (Hebrew). On this 

kabbalist see Georges Vajda, Recherches sur la philosophie et fa Ktlbbale dam la pem!:e juive 

du Moyen Age (Paris: Mouton, 1962), pp. 33-II3. For later reverberations of this status of 

letters see Moshe Idel, "Kabbalah, Platonism and Prisca Theologia: The Case of Menashe 

ben Israel," in Menasseh ben Israel and His World, ed. Yosef Kaplan, Henry Meshoulan, 

and Richard H. Popkin (Leiden: Brill, 1989), pp. 217-18. 
4. See R. Jacob ben Sheshet, Sefer ha- 'Emunah ve-ha-Bita&on, chap. 18 in Kitvei ha

Rarnban, ed. Charles Ber Chavel Qerusalem: Rav Kook Institute, 1964), vo!' 2, p. 409; 

Moshe Idel, "Sefirot Above Sefirot," Tarbiz 51 (1982): 265-67 (Hebrew). Compare R. 

Isaac ibn Latif's interpretation of this Platonic stand as formulated by Maimonides; see 

Sara O. Heller Wilensky, "Isaac ibn Latif-Philosopher or Kabbalist?" in Jewish Medieval 

and Renaissance Studies, ed. Alexander Altmann (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 1967), pp. 188-89 and especially n. 26. 

5. Zohar, vo!' II, fo!' 60a. 
6. I assume that the idea of perfection is related also to the fact [hat [he first and last 

letter were conceived of as near each other. This idea is found in Nahmanides' introduc

tion to his Commentary on the Torah, by which also the description of the visual aspect of 

[he Torah in the following lines, is influenced. 

7. See Tanna de-Bei 'Eliyahu, chap. 25· 
8. Sefer ha-Yi&ud, Ms. Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fo!' II3b, printed and discussed in 

asolomon
Rectangle




